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Can priCeS ever be “too low?” The short answer is yes, but not very often. Generally, low prices 

benefit consumers. Consumers are harmed only if below-cost pricing allows a dominant competitor to knock 

its rivals out of the market and then raise prices to above-market levels for a substantial time. A firm’s inde-

pendent decision to reduce prices to a level below its own costs does not necessarily injure competition, and, 

in fact, may simply reflect particularly vigorous competition. Instances of a large firm using low prices to drive 

smaller competitors out of the market in hopes of raising prices after they leave are rare. This strategy can only 

be successful if the short-run losses from pricing below cost will be made up for by much higher prices over a 

longer period of time after competitors leave the market. Although the FTC examines claims of predatory pric-

ing carefully, courts, including the Supreme Court, have been skeptical of such claims.

Q:   the gas station down the street offers a discount program that 
gives members cents off every gallon purchased. i can’t match 
those prices because they are below my costs. if i try to compete at 
those prices, i will go out of business. isn’t this illegal?

a:    Pricing below a competitor’s costs occurs in many competitive markets and generally does not violate 

the antitrust laws. Sometimes the low-pricing firm is simply more efficient. Pricing below your own 

costs is also not a violation of the law unless it is part of a strategy to eliminate competitors, and when 

that strategy has a dangerous probability of creating a monopoly for the discounting firm so that it can 

raise prices far into the future and recoup its losses. In markets with a large number of sellers, such as 

gasoline retailing,  it is unlikely that one company could price below cost long enough to drive out a 

significant number of rivals and attain a dominant position.

illegal monopolization may include such things as exclusive  
supply or purchase agreements, tying the sale of two products, 

predatory pricing, and refusal to deal.

predatory pricing


